They have been criticized for this on the grounds that their categories are too general, thus missing one of the main point they are trying to embellish, and indicated in the very title of their book: the varieties of capitalism (see, e.g., Gallie 2011) . We agree with this objection and may use France and Sweden as an example, two countries that are placed among the CMEs. There are several similarities between the two, but also important differences. One, for instance, is the role played by the labor unions, which is thoroughly different in these two countries because of diverging rates of union membership. These differences affect the power and position of the unions and the role they may play in the shaping of industrial policies and dispute in general.
Hence, more fine-tuned classifications are needed, and we may find examples of them in the works of Amable (2000) , Esping-Andersen (1990) , and Schmidt (2002) . Nevertheless, an important part of the total picture is still missing, especially if we look for qualities and mechanisms that are of importance for the development of working life. We will not be able to complete the depiction here, but instead indicate what we consider at the present time to be the most important societal qualities impinging on working life. These are in particular the following: a balanced and cooperative relationship between the state and the powerful repre--sentative bodies of employers and employees. the prevalence of centralized, coordinated collective bargaining systems. -a welfare system based on solidarity, involving social security and risk-reducing -effects of being hit by industrial restructuring, organizational change, unemployment, illness, etc. a prevalence of family-friendly policies, involving measures for parental leave, -publicly financed childcare, and individual taxation system, making the conditions more favorable for both women and men to combine work and family.
In this way, the societal idiosyncrasies of the Nordic model in its ideal-typical form contains institutions and policies that act in complementary ways in the sense that they are conditioning and supporting each other in a mutual, supportive, and constructive fashion. We will briefly touch upon some of the potential effects of these institutions later in this introduction.
Emergence of the model
The institutions referred to above are the result of social, economic, and political processes that have been taking place for more than a century. As a matter of fact, the Nordic economies were relatively undeveloped and poor in the beginning of the 20 th century. Nevertheless, the Nordic societies had been among the early adopters of Enlightenment's ideas (Frängsmyr 1981) , and a strong working class movement emerged in these mainly rural societies already at that time. Centralized bargaining was adopted as an answer to the worldwide economic crisis of the 1930s (Barth et al. 2003) . The main concern then was to see to it that political measures would benefit employment in general and not only those who already were lucky enough to have a job. In Norway, a general agreement between the worker's and employer's associations was passed in 1935, and a similar treaty-the Saltsjöbaden agreement-was signed in Sweden three years later (Fahlbeck 2002; Johansson 1989) . The same culture of class collaboration also influenced the social reform policies that were practiced in the Nordic countries after the Second World War. At that time the Social Democratic parties attained a clearly hegemonic position especially in the political life of Sweden, Denmark, and Norway.
The postwar "glorious decades" of strong economic growth, full employment, and expansion of the welfare state (Fourastié 1979) could also be described as the actual golden era of the Nordic working life model. During that period, the Nordic countries proceeded perhaps furthest among all the advanced industrial countries toward turning into homogenous wage-earner societies. The state took it as its task to offer citizens a possibility to acquire at least some kind of a professional or vocational education. Simultaneously, the state was made responsible for creating jobs for everybody and protecting the employees against all possible work-related social risks. The economic policies were programmed to guarantee decent and stable income to all households. The aim of these policies was to secure an adequate level of domestic demand also during economic recessions. Furthermore, it was expected that the demanding and quality-conscious domestic markets would trim the Nordic companies to overcome their competitors also in the global markets.
The Nordic working life model has emerged within this overall societal framework through a long series of innovative policy-making. The adoption of a new kind of industrial relations culture based on mutual trust was just the beginning. After that followed, for instance, the adoption of the so-called Rehn-Meidner model in Sweden during the late 1940s. This was a time when the Swedish export industry expanded rapidly and it had big difficulties in satisfying its recruitment needs. The particular combination of an active labor market and solidarity wage policies was aimed at accelerating structural changes in the economy so that more resources would flow from the less productive sectors to ones with better future prospects (Erixon 2008 ). Women's possibilities to participate in active working life were promoted for instance through publicly organized care and a systematic stress on gender equality both in education and at the workplace (Hernes 1987) . Active occupational safety and health policies were adopted already during the late 1940s (Steen 1995) and a lot of attention has also been directed toward well-designed tools and high-quality working environments.
During the 1960s and 1970s, the Nordic countries advanced into the forefront of the worldwide humanization movement through ambitious and well-publicized sociotechnical experiments and the launching of extensive national workplace development programs (Gustavsen 2007) . Furthermore, new legislation was implemented to promote industrial democracy (Byrkjeflot 2001) . The liberal and egalitarian values characteristic for the Nordic societies influenced also the manner in which immigrant workers were treated by the labor market authorities and at the workplace (Andersson and Brunk 2009) . People with special needs were helped to find their own place in the world of work (Spjelkavik et al. 2011) . A strong tradition of social scientific work research evolved alongside these concrete developmental activities (Hvid et al. 2011) .
Within this overall framework it is, however, necessary to point out that the Nordic working life model has not evolved in an identical manner and with the same rhythm in all the Nordic countries. Sweden has undeniably been, in many cases, the actual forerunner and also the most followed example, whereas the political situation and the prevailing industrial relations culture in Finland differed clearly from the other Nordic countries during the Cold War era. For instance, the Social Democrats were in Finland kept politically rather isolated until the late 1960s and also the trade union movement was split into competing camps (Lilja 1992) . In recent times, the structural unemployment rate has been clearly higher in Finland than in the other Nordic countries. This can be partly explained by the considerable job losses that were experienced during the economic recession of the early 1990s.
Qualities at the level of organization
The Nordic model should not be reduced to some specific institutional arrangements that may impinge on organizational design in general and working conditions in particular. Institutional surroundings are certainly of importance to both, but there is no determinism involved in these relations. Work may perfectly well be organized differently within the same context, as it has been amply demonstrated in studies illustrating the varieties of organizational choice (Davis and Taylor 1979) . Even within highly regulated environments, there are potential openings for alternative arrangements, and so is the case for organizations operating in the Nordic context. Theoretically, every one of them may choose their own solution and the question is whether they actually take advantage of these opportunities, thus turning the totality into a thriving variety of organizational constructions.
In general, they seem not to behave in this manner. We are rather witnessing the opposite, at least with regard to undertakings operating within the same kind of business. This trend toward convergence within a particular (national/local) context is demonstrated both by new institutional theorists such as DiMaggio and Powell (1983) and by societal effect theorists like Maurice et al. (1982) . According to them, the idiosyncrasies of a particular society affect organizations in profound ways, leading to a convergence within the national border and a corresponding divergence across borders. The domination of similar solutions at the local level may also be the result of the combining effect of the relentless search for ever-increasing productivity and the dispositions of fumbling managers afraid of displaying their ignorance regarding the latest organizational fashion (Sennett 1999) . We may be witnessing processes that are often referred to as "mimetic isomorphism" (DiMaggio and Powell 1983) .
Yet there are cases of exceptional circumstances where signs of departure from traditional trajectories may take place. In Norway, one such event took place in the middle of the 1960s when the major representative bodies of the industrial society united in a collective effort at changing traditional ways of organizing working life. The entrepreneurial force behind the original initiative was Einar Thorsrud, who succeeded in instilling the idea among important figures in the business community that participation and democracy at work would benefit all parties, employers, as well as employees. Employees, it was argued, would benefit from improved working condition. Employers would benefit from the creativity and commitment that would be aroused by workers experiencing these new conditions featured by varied work, new challenges, and autonomy.
This initiative was launched at a time when Taylorism dominated the common understanding of how to organize work, at least in the manufacturing circles (Guillén 1994) . In line with this strand of thought, work ought to be divided into routine jobs and planned and controlled according to time and motion studies. Workers operating within these regimes were deskilled and expected to follow the principles embedded in the physical arrangements; accordingly there was no room for individual discretion. Thorsrud's initiative represented a departure from this practice, in particular when it came to questions of skills and autonomy. The basic idea was to reinstall the worker as the creative and productive force in the realm of production. Autonomy should make conditions favorable for the utilization of local discretion, and the varied work and improved qualifications should see to it that commitment actually was to be used in a productive way. This kind of reasoning was inspired by sociotechnical theory, a particular strand of general open-system theory developed in connection with the coalmine experiments carried out by researchers at the Tavistock Institute in the UK in the 1950s (Emery 1978) . In this case, the emphasis was on the social and the technical systems that, according to the arguments, had to be prioritized when organizational design took place (Brown 1992 , Emery 1978 Rose 1975) . If not, organizational performance would suffer, because of either discontent employees or malfunctioning technology. In practical terms, this kind of thinking led to organizational solutions involving autonomous groups; as members of such groups ordinary employees were supposed to have what they yearned for most of all-varied work and sufficient freedom to decide on workrelated matters for themselves. Accordingly, such arrangements were considered to be the proper answer to what was later referred to as the crises of Taylorism, which were about worker resistance and organizational inability to respond to changing environments in a flexible way (Skorstad 2002) . The attention the initiative aroused at the beginning was unprecedented and the expectations it fostered among its originators was nearly unbounded; this was considered to be the advent of a new paradigm of work (Thorsrud and Emery 1970) .
It would be wrong to claim that this turned out to be true. Certainly there were several cases of organizational transformations taking place in the aftermath of the first experiments. The particular way of organizing work even rose to prominence when the Swedish carmaker Volvo decided to organize its assembly part of production along the lines of the new principles (Sandberg 1995) . However, the grand expectation of a historical transition was not fulfilled; the main part of working life seemed to continue its operations along the lines they were accustomed to follow.
Despite this it would be equally wrong to claim that the original initiatives were part of a passing fashion and nothing more. Even though the pioneers failed in their ambitions of laying the foundation for extensive reforms, they were more successful in putting the question of democracy at work on the agenda of industrial relations. Gradually, questions related to participation or autonomy at work was no longer considered irrelevant, or worse, set under taboo. From now on, it developed into an important subject that was related both to the quality of work and to the functioning of organizations. Eventually, these changing sentiments led to formal provisions, such as the Worker Protection and Working Environment Act from 1977, and the Agreement upon Technological Change that was adopted as a part of the Basic Agreement in 1975 in the case of Norway. Both included passages on compulsory rights for workers to have a say in matters such as organizational change in general and technological implementations in particular. Both also included prescriptions for how to organize such participation, e.g., through bodies representing those who were supposed to be affected. The Act of Codetermination in Sweden (MBL) and the Law on Board were regulations that formalized and institutionalized cooperative forms of participation.
These provisions were implemented in order to work as buffers toward organizational changes that might affect employees in negative ways. Compulsory participation was expected to moderate or even lead to dismissal of initiatives that could be considered detrimental for working conditions. It is, however, important to note that the democratic arrangements were originally conceived as ends in themselves and not as measures to avoid unwanted consequences of organizational change. This also applied to ordinary, daily operations; autonomy at work was seen as an imperative quality of the new regime.
Nevertheless, the economic downturn of the 1980s turned the question of democracy into an instrumental direction, mainly for pragmatic reasons. The downturn made organizational change imperative for survival, and managers had already experienced that participative practices had the potential of facilitating the implementation of such transformations. In a survey from 1984, managers confirm this kind of positive attitude toward democracy at work (Nilssen 1984) . It leads, they say, to improved cooperation, growing involvement, and declining resistance toward organizational change. In this way, their sentiments proved to be in line with the result of the classical experiment of Coch and French (1948) where they demonstrate the conflict-reducing capacity of participatory schemes.
Since then, participation at the level of organization has for the most part been considered as a comparative advantage, and there are in particular three conditions that make up these advantages. First, participation may foster satisfaction and creative involvement among ordinary employees. Second, it may reduce resistance toward change. Third, it may lead to better solutions, both in daily operations and in processes involving organizational change. Participation may, of course, be applied out of manipulative intentions, and if that is the case, employees will hardly act as indicated above. However, when used in a committed way, it may foster a cooperative culture and pliable organizations. In an ideal-typical sense, this is an important part of the comparative advantage of the Nordic working life model. Skillful and autonomous employees may demonstrate cooperative creativity, thus contributing to the emergence of flexible undertakings that may operate efficiently under turbulent conditions.
Contemporary challenges
The Nordic order commented upon above has been challenged during the recent decades by an influx of contesting ideas of how to organize relations, both at the societal and at the organizational level. These ideas are mainly part of a neoliberal ideology that involves deregulation for the benefit of the free flow of products, labor, and capital. Furthermore, it involves the creation of institutional frameworks to secure and support such a flow and a shift in power from the level of managing directors to the shareholders and corporate headquarters operating anywhere in the world (Harvey 2005) . All this, it is argued, benefits ordinary citizens who may find themselves empowered-with the freedom to choose according to their individual needs and preferences. In such settings, flexibility at the level of organizations becomes imperative. Those who are able to act in a pliable way may prosper. However, those who cannot may find themselves in deep trouble. In short, organizational flexibility is considered to be the very key to operational success for any establishment.
Throughout the years, the quest for increased flexibility has followed different strategies, and they may be classified into four categories (Skorstad and Ramsdal 2009 ). The first one involves employment practices that may have a dividing effect upon the workforce, as demonstrated by Atkinson (1984) and others. 1 Another one is related to structure, 2 a third one to organizational culture, 3 and a fourth one to the construction of industrial networks. 4 As strategies for obtaining flexibility, they differ in their nature, but they all have in common that they embody the most essential features of the neoliberal paradigm: the construction of the customer as the major agent impinging on the transactions in question, the marketization of these transactions, and the emphasis on instrumental measures in order to create pliability and consent.
The most prominent example of these new solutions is focused on in the notion of the "lean" organization. This particular concept became common knowledge in the wake of the seminal work of Womack et al. (1990) , but the origin of its underlying logic dates back to the initiatives of the carmaker Toyota during the 1960s and 1970s in turning their planning and production system into a responsive, real-time operational system. Today, the prominence of the system rests partly on its comprehensible logic, a quality otherwise arguably underdeveloped within the field of organizational studies. Moreover, its practical applicability has been amply demonstrated on several occasions, and this, together with its appealing rationality, has made it a popular subject among organizational consultants who have demonstrated great eagerness and creativity in turning "lean thinking" into a profit-making business. Since its inception, the original organizational concept has been modified, reshaped, and reinvented in numerous, slightly different variants, each of which has been promoted because of its superiority, not only within the realm of car manufacturing but also in both private and public establishments. Agile manufacturing, business process reengineering, quick response, and the malleable phenomenon of new public management and its various kinds of performance management systems are some examples of such reinvented regimes. Each of them claims to be unique. In reality, however, they are all embedded in the same kind of logic.
The ideal-typical version of the lean system is exemplary as an illustration of how these new organizational formulas are expected to work (Skorstad 1994 (Skorstad /2006 . Production or services are organized in a process-oriented way. Similar products/ services are separated along different lines. Each of them is balanced to prevent piling up or delayed deliveries at each individual operation. Operations take place according to real demands. Buffers are eliminated and employees are multi-skilled to allow for job rotation. Unproductive time is kept to a minimum. The main point is to operate in a responsive and lean way; the emphasis is on individual operations and their mutual attunement in order to respond to shifting market demands in a smooth and pliable way. Due to this increased responsiveness and the logic of the system at large, market mechanisms are no longer restricted to transactions crossing the border between the environment and the firm. They make their entrance into the system as well and become the hallmark of the organization itself. In its most refined form, each individual operator turns into a producer and a customer at the same time (Knights and Willmott 2000) . The same thing may happen at aggregate levels: among groups, departments, and divisions. Through such processes, then, the logic of the market is promoted to prominence and given precedence in most parts of working life, in manufacturing, in retail businesses, in transportation, in hospitals, in education, and in the delivery of social services in general. As we may see, we are far from the conditions considered imperative for the functioning of autonomous groups, which may be considered as one of the hallmarks of the Nordic working life model. Independency is replaced by dependency.
Conflicting principles
In turn, this means that organizational designers of today are facing conflicting principles when it comes to the question of what is considered to be the best solution. Indeed there is emphasis in both camps on the importance of constructing flexible organizations. There is also a common understanding of why this is imperative. Recommendations on how flexibility should be attained, however, are diametrically opposed. The proponents of the Nordic order argue that working conditions in general-and autonomy and participation in particular-are key to the coveted quality. This is because they have faith in the positive correlation between satisfied employees and their commitment and creative involvement. Employees who are treated well and trusted to employ their autonomy will respond in a positive way, demonstrating their willingness to use their local knowledge and ingenuity in a collective effort at reaching official goals. It should be added that these are sentiments shared by a wider audience beyond the sociotechnical tradition. We may find similar arguments both in classical studies and in contemporary works. 5 Compared with this, the measures promoted by the neoliberal camp are of a quite different character. Neoliberals, commentators claim, are profoundly suspicious of democracy (Harvey 2005) . Democratic procedures are mainly considered as time and cost-consuming activities that should be replaced by governance by experts or elites, the sooner the better. At the organizational level, therefore, market mechanisms are considered a far better answer to the challenges of running operations in a smooth and efficient way (Connell et al. 2009 ). Moreover, performance management systems embodying specified targets, rules, scripts, frequent appraisals, and performance pay schemes are judged appropriate (Edwards and Wajcman 2005) . These mechanisms are the result of the beliefs that there is a need for tailored means in order to govern and control human behavior because of conflicting interests embedded in the organization.
In this way, organizational designers are facing conflicting beliefs in how to succeed, and the latter indicated above represents a departure from the principles associated with the Nordic working life model in important ways.
Is the Nordic working life model still alive?
In a similar way, established institutions at the societal level have been exposed to criticism and claims of transformations. Perhaps the most critical period for the Nordic welfare societies arrived during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Especially Finland and Sweden suffered major losses after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the breakout of a deep economic recession (Jonung and Hagberg 2005) . Several commentators started to speculate whether the Nordic welfare states would also face a similar kind of fate as was experienced a few years earlier by the People's democracies in the Central and Eastern Europe (The Economist 1993). Claims for an extensive reform of the existing institutional arrangements were presented also within the Nordic countries themselves (e.g., Lindbeck et al. 1993) .
In reality, the Nordic model has appeared much more resilient than many observers have expected. These countries were for instance able to recover relatively quickly from the economic difficulties experienced during the early 1990s, and shortly thereafter they advanced into the worldwide forefront of the new information technology revolution (Castells and Himanen 2002) . The Nordic countries did not suffer very much from the consequent collapse of the financial bubble, and nowadays-after the crisis of 2008-09-the Nordic countries (except Iceland because of the collapse of its banking system) are among the best performing of all advanced industrial societies. Their economic growth rates are quite good in comparison to the other West European countries, the unemployment rates are clearly below the average European levels, and both their foreign trade and public finances are in a much better balance than in most other advanced industrial countries. In recent times, the Nordic countries-together with the Netherlands-have received much praise for their "flexicurity" policies. This policy encourages citizens to take risks and to behave in a flexible manner in the labor markets by securing the existence of well-functioning, basic social safety networks (Wilthagen and Tros 2004) .
Taking into account the neoliberal trends described earlier, it is possible to ask whether the Nordic countries are still, at present, actually following the basic principles of the Nordic working life "model." Some recent events and developments may give grounds for raising this question. For instance, the Swedish National Work Life Institute was closed down by the bourgeois government in 2007. Swedish employers have wanted to disengage themselves from the earlier forms of three-partite cooperation with the unions and the state. Income differences have started to widen also in the Nordic countries during the 2000s (OECD 2011). Anti-immigrant attitudes have gained increasing support in a manner that does not fit very well with the region's traditional liberal and egalitarian values. All these trends make the overall picture of the Nordic model much more nuanced, and they relativize the image of these countries as some kind of Social Democratic ideal societies. Also the voting behavior of their citizens has become more volatile in recent times (as an interesting commentary about recent developments in Sweden, see The Economist 2012).
Some of the model's key outcomes
Despite these kinds of reservations, we can see from recent statistics that the Nordic institutions of work are currently functioning relatively well in comparison to the other advanced industrial countries. For instance, of the Nordic population belonging to the age group from 15 to 74 years, 25-29 percent had tertiary and 38-50 percent secondary-level education in 2010 (Haagensen 2011) . The Nordic countries have also been able to mobilize their human resources rather broadly. The employment rates of workage people (20-64) varied in 2011 from 73.8 percent in Finland to 80.6 percent in Iceland, whereas the average European Union rate was 68.6 percent. Especially women's employment rates are considerably higher than in other advanced industrial countries.
The harmonized and seasonally adjusted average unemployment rates varied in August 2012 from 3.0 percent in Norway to 8.0 percent in Finland, whereas the average rate in the European Union was 10.5 percent (Eurostat 2012).
It is somewhat more difficult to compare the actual competitiveness or productivity of Nordic workplaces to those levels that are achieved in other advanced industrial countries. One reason for this is that a relatively large part of the labor force within the Nordic countries is employed in the public sector, which is normally left outside international productivity comparisons. However, we may assume based on the existing information that especially the hourly productivity in the Nordic countries does not remain very much below the levels achieved in the United States. Nevertheless, the picture becomes increasingly unclear if we look at the recent labor productivity growth trends. After the 2008 recession, the labor productivity has trended clearly upward in Sweden; in Denmark and Norway productivity growth has been more sluggish, whereas Finland experienced a clear drop as a consequence of labor hoarding (for an overview of recent productivity developments in Europe, see, e.g., OECD 2012a; see also Cette et al. 2007 ).
The quality of working life in the Nordic countries is currently, according to most criteria, high in comparison to the other advanced industrial countries, but the differences are not big (see, e.g., Green 2005 , EU Commission 2008 , Gallie 2011 , Parent-Thirion 2011 , and Oinas et al. 2012 . Among the most distinctive features are decent opportunities to develop one's skills and to have a say on how work is carried out. One exception from the generally positive picture is that the levels of work intensity experienced by Nordic workers are rather high in comparison to other advanced industrial countries (EU Commission 2008, 159) .
When looking at the material rewards gained from work, we can see that especially in Norway and Denmark the present wage levels are high in comparison to the other advanced industrial countries and they are not low in Sweden and Finland, either. However, taking into account the heavy taxation and the high costs of living, the actual purchasing powers of the Nordic households are not particularly high. The relatively small differences in the levels of salary between various groups of wage earners mean that for instance the salaries of male professionals may appear in the eyes of potential immigrants modest in comparison to some other advanced industrial countries. On the other hand, the category of working poor is almost nonexistent in the Nordic countries (Brady 2011) .
One important characteristic feature of Nordic societies is the culture of relatively few working hours. For instance, in 2010, the number of actually worked working hours varied from 1414 in Norway to 1697 in Finland and Iceland, whereas the OECD average was 1794 hours (OECD 2012b) . This tells us that the Nordic citizens can enjoy from larger amounts of leisure time than for instance their U.S. colleagues. They also have better possibilities to combine work and family obligations with each other.
Perspectives for the future
Despite their fairly strong initial positions, the Nordic countries must also stretch their resources to the outmost if they want to succeed in the coming decades' tightening competition over investments and jobs. A clear warning sign has been the extent to which the Swedish automobile industry and the Finnish telecommunications cluster have lost their earlier positions to more successful competitors. New growth industries will be needed to replace the older ones in order to maintain the required levels of economic activity. The Nordic countries must also keep taxation and public expenditures within reasonable limits; they have to renew their public sector activities, further strengthen the overall competitiveness of their economies, and find new ways to promote social solidarity between the different social strata. Simultaneously, the Nordic societies must strive to spare natural resources and to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions and other harmful environmental effects to more sustainable levels.
According to many observers, the fast expansion of human economic activities has already reached clearly beyond our planet's carrying capacities and in future we will be moving toward desperate struggles over the still remaining natural resources and livable spaces in the midst of dying ecosystems (see, e.g., Brown 2011 , Hengeveld 2012 . The main task both in the Nordic countries and in other parts of the world would therefore be to find ways to satisfy essential human needs and to live well without overutilizing the planet. A new industrial revolution is said to be needed in order to reach toward a more lasting civilization. Taking into account the Nordic countries' former active role in efforts to promote sustainable development and the sustainability strategies adopted by many Nordic companies, it has been suggested that the Nordic societies ought to be at the forefront also in this transformation process. One important dimension is the building of more sustainable systems of work (see, e.g., Docherty et al. 2008) . The Nordic trade unions have, as a matter of fact, already committed themselves to such a strategy (NFS 2012) .
Because of their geographical location, the Nordic countries may be able to pass through the coming environmental turbulences with relatively minor losses (Smith 2011) . But just because of this the Nordic countries must be prepared to provide aid to those-mainly Southern-societies that are forced to renew their institutions of work in much more difficult conditions.
The following articles
Pertti Kettunen opens our selection of articles with a reinterpretation of the historicity of the Nordic model. He states that in the existing welfare-state and industrial-relations literature, the particular pattern of social change and reform in the Nordic countries has sometimes been misinterpreted partly because of an inexact use of terms which do not necessarily describe adequately how certain arrangements have functioned and been understood in the Nordic context. He addresses, for instance, the well-known thesis concerning the Nordic "politics against markets," which is said to have led to a high degree of "decommodification" of labor. In actual fact, the Nordic countries have been very much labor market-oriented in their social and economic policies in which the labor market parties-unions and employer organizations-have acted as regulators.
Furthermore, he stresses the significance of the specific way in which the roles and relationships between the state, individuals, and the civil society have been functioning. In this regard, the Nordic countries have differed very much from the other CMEs. Kettunen also discusses the significance of the new developments that have taken place especially since the 1980s when the Nordic societies were integrated into parts of a new global economy. This process has to a large extent destroyed the old-at least imagined-symmetrical relationships between the different labor market partners and opened gates toward a more hegemonic primacy of the management perspective. It has also led to a significant "institutional conversion" in which the traditional defenders of the welfare state and the system of collective agreements are trying to legitimize their efforts in terms of competitiveness, whereas those in favor of more market-oriented policies and stricter budgetary discipline present their agenda as a means to save the welfare state.
Jan Heiret focuses in his analysis on the development of working life and industrial relations in just one of the Nordic countries-Norway. He stresses that behind the current picture of a prosperous system based on a harmonious dialogue between workers, employers, and state lies a rather complex historical development in which despite an apparent continuity of institutions, the latter's content and social roles have altered significantly during the different stages of the model's development. The author postulates that it is possible to talk about three different Norwegian models, the first of which culminated together with the signing of a first general agreement between LO and NAF, the central trade union and employer organizations. It consisted of a fragile compromise between the different actors and their contradictory interests, and significant inequalities and cultural differences still prevailed in Norwegian working life. The second model matured in the late 1970s as a much more developed and integrated industrial relations system in which both the private and the public sector were committed to promoting the growth of private industries and the further development of the welfare system. A lot of attention was paid also toward industrial democracy and sociotechnical development of work organizations. Since then a third model has been emerging, which is characterized by both efforts toward liberalization and a political determination to promote equal and inclusive working life also in the restructuring processes that are going on at the private and public sectors. Even if Heiret's analysis is limited to Norwegian developments that are to a large extent rather unique, it is quite evident that similar kinds of adjustments have also taken place in all Nordic countries involving somewhat different kinds of actors, other kinds of strategies, and leading to varying series of "models."
Anita Nyberg is the author of the third article in our issue that approaches the Nordic working life model from a historical point of view. She focuses on the development of gender equality policies in Sweden during the last half century. She starts from the 1960s' debates about whether women's participation in working life should be supported mainly by building more publicly financed child care centers or by distributing more direct monetary support for the parents of small children so that they can organize the needed support as they like. Varying arguments were presented in favor of the different solutions and at least some of the ideological divergences have pervaded to the present. Several reforms have been introduced in Sweden since then in order to promote gender equality in working life, and men's and women's employment rates have indeed come closer to each other, but this has not led yet toward any significant reductions in the traditional inequalities with regard to unpaid household work. The author concludes that the future gender equality and work-family reconciliation policies ought to direct their measures equally to women and men, mothers and fathers if the aim is to achieve real changes in the prevailing gender orders in both spheres-paid and unpaid-of work. Also with regard to this analysis we can conclude that many of those debates which the author describes in the Swedish context have been very similar to those that have been going on in the other Nordic countries as well, even if the timing and actual content of the reform measures proposed and implemented vary to a certain extent.
Peter Nielsen, René Nesgaard Nielsen, Simon Grandjean Bamberger, Jørgen Stamhus, Kirsten Fonager, Øyvind Omland, Anelia Larsen, Anker Lund Vinding, and Pia Ryom proceed from historical analyses toward more contemporary examinations of the Nordic working life model in an empirical article about the capabilities of innovation in Danish companies. They start from an assumption that even if the tightening global competition pushes the companies to lay more stress on innovations in all advanced industrial countries, the collaborative industrial relations systems characteristic of the Nordic countries have a clear impact upon the way in which the business companies respond to this challenge. The analysis is based on a representative survey covering more than 600 Danish firms. Without going into any details of the extensive and content-rich analysis, we can cite the authors' conclusions according to which a large part of the firms examined had launched at least some kinds of innovations on the market during the two-year period that was covered in the analysis. There was a strong linear correlation between the priority given to innovation and the actually realized product or service innovations. Competence development and organizational configurations encouraging learning were positively and significantly related to the companies' innovative capabilities, whereas codetermination seemed to have only an indirect effect upon that feature. The authors complete their study with a fresh analysis about the ways in which the Danish companies have experienced the newest financial crisis. Here the empirical results show that a milieu of cooperation and codetermination is of relevance in building dynamic capabilities and realizing them as new innovations also in these very challenging conditions. Altogether, the analysis thus seems to lend support to assumptions made in the earlier more historically oriented analyses about the positive contributions of well-organized industrial relations to the global competitiveness of firms.
Hege Eggen Borve and Elin Kvande analyze the impacts of globalization upon the Nordic model from a somewhat different angle. They examine how an international top-level professional company with Norwegian founders understands and applies the Nordic model in their operational units that are situated in Norway and in the United States. In their qualitative analysis based mainly on interviews, the authors come to a conclusion that most of the ethnic Norwegian managers and employees share an understanding of equality, freedom, and empowerment as important characteristics of their organizations, whereas their ethnic American counterparts have a tendency to behave according to the norms of a more hierarchical organizational culture. Certain difficulties emerged for instance in following the Nordic work time regimes in a business in which competition is extremely hard and in which borderless working is the predominant norm. Reading the analysis easily leads to a conclusion that similar kinds of cultural adjustment problems become increasingly common when the work done in Nordic countries or in Nordic companies are further integrated into parts of wider productive networks.
Tomi Oinas, Jouko Nätti, Timo Anttila, and Armi Mustosmäki look at the development of job quality in Europe and the possible distinct features of the Nordic countries on the basis of the European Working Condition Surveys collected between 1995 and 2010. They focus mainly upon perceived trends in job quality, which is analyzed in three dimensions-skills, autonomy, and work effort. Based upon a carefully conducted statistical analysis, the authors conclude that their analysis partly supports the earlier claims of high quality of working life in the Nordic countries, but with some important qualifications. Denmark stands out from the other European countries with regard to both the overall level of job quality and its recent development trends, whereas Finland and Sweden are not very different from the UK and other LMEs. The Liberal-Nordic convergence can be explained both by the degradation of job quality in the Nordic countries and by improvements in the liberal regime. This result undoubtedly gives some food for thought for instance in discussions about the Nordic working life model's future sustainability.
Kristina Håkansson, Tommy Isidorsson, and Hannes Kantelius open in their article an interesting perspective to flexibility, in recent times perhaps the most advertised feature of the Nordic working life model. Their analysis focuses upon the employees' perceptions about their work situation in three Swedish temporary work agencies delivering mainly white-collar workers. Taking into account the fact that in Sweden open-ended contracts are regarded as the normal type of employment contract also in temporary agency firms, the latter should embody the best aspects of flexicurity: the firms can get some extra human resources from an agency very flexibly at the same time as the employees can enjoy from the security provided by the open-ended contracts they have with their agency. In practice, however, the temporary agency workers do not experience their position to be as secure as employees in traditional permanent employment relationships. Among the agency workers, perceived security increases, e.g., with age, training, and the extent to which the workers are integrated with the activities of the hiring firm. Simultaneously, the experience of security is related positively with the commitment of employees. Overall, it seems that building these kinds of triangular relationships between ordinary firms, work agencies and individual employees are still searching their place in the Nordic working life. They may be instrumental in promoting some aspects of flexibility, but at the same time their expansion may lead to new kinds of insecurities.
The last article written by Tora Dahl takes us to a very exotic part of the Nordic countries, the Faroe Islands in the middle of the North Atlantic with only about 50,000 inhabitants. The author analyses the way in which this autonomous island has created an unemployment insurance system, which has some atypical characteristics with regard to those prevailing elsewhere in the Nordic countries but which at the same time can be seen as an outcome of the deep-rooted Nordic negation tradition. The system is rather unique in the sense that it is based on obligatory membership, it is integrated with job centers, and it is administered by a board consisting of labor market representatives. The author sees in her analysis-based on interviews and documentary analysis-the emergence of this system as a result of efforts to ensure this system's autonomy from political influence even if it remains still somewhat open to what extent the labor market partners will actually have influence upon the system's future development. Even if the subject of this article is indeed very limitedwe can think the number of people who each year really receive contributions of this system-the article serves as a beautiful example of the significance of localism that can be seen as one of the most essential features of the Nordic societies and cultures also more generally.
